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Abstract 
 
 
LOCUS 
   
By Claire Krueger, BA 
 
A thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of 
Master of Fine Arts at Virginia Commonwealth University 
 
 
Virginia Commonwealth University, 2013 
 
Major Director: Sasha Waters Freyer, Chair of Photography & Film 
 
 
This thesis explores my practice as it has progressed into video and video 
installation. I detail my use of cinematic tropes and mechanisms as they function 
within a spatial installation. I discuss the relationship of my work to other artists 
such as Pierre Huyghe, Janet Cardiff and George Bures Miller, and Kevin Cooley 
who also deal with themes of landscape, spatial displacement, and video 
viewing. My work has evolved to video installation from a need to experience the 
traditionally flat viewing plane of photography in a more experiential way. The 
Locus installation is multi sensory, in that it addresses smell, sound, and vision. 
In my work, I employ methods such as obfuscated video and localized yet 
unconnected sound landscapes to consider notions such as the viewer’s self-
awareness, fear of solitude, and the ‘other.’ I explore the other as a concept 
stemming from paranoia and anxiety of the unknown. This includes feeling an 
unfamiliar presence nearby or a known location that suddenly feels strange and 
unusual.   
 1 
 
Introduction 
 
 
By questioning the use of photography as a still ‘document,’ my video and video 
installation work examines my desire to experience the photographic image beyond the 
viewing field set by the two-dimensional wall. My interest in disrupting notions of 
photographic representation associated with viewing traditional photography arose from 
my work with interactive photographic installations. In more recent projects, I create 
video installations that consider the viewer as both a participant and also a spectator. 
Historically, photography is understood as a still image frozen in time. I explore ways in 
which video can replicate photographic punctum, but I extend the duration of the 
photographic ‘hook’ by utilizing the kind of visually engaging cinematic moments often 
found in horror and science fiction films1.   
The work presented in this thesis is the culmination of two years of practice and 
research into themes of accessibility, perception, and the uncanny. In pieces such as 
Locus and The Car, I unravel “cinematic moments” and tropes of filmic suspense. 
Rather than providing a referential nod to film, my work questions the audience’s  
                                              
1  In this thesis, my use of the term ʻpunctumʼ follows that Roland Barthes who wrote:  “it is this 
element which rises from the scene, shoots out of it like an arrow, and pierces me…is also: sting, 
speck, cut, little hole- and also the cast of the dice. A photograph’s punctum is that accident which 
pricks me (but also bruises me, is poignant to me).” Roland Barthes. Camera Lucida: Reflections 
on Photography (New York: Hill and Wang, 1981), 26. 
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fig 1. Claire Krueger, Locus (Installation view), 2013, live trees, projection screen, 
projector 
 
fig 2. Claire Krueger, Still from The Car, 2012, digital video 
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distance from and connection to the moving image in video and filmmaking. The specific 
subject matter of my video work often changes. Lately, I investigate landscape 
elements, but in previous pieces I examined themes of travel, the open road, and 
theatrical sets. These ideas relate to each other in that each contains a struggle 
between freedom and oppression. The open road, for example, represents the idea of 
independence and unhindered traveling. While freely traveling the open road is 
liberating, this freedom may also be frightening due to the lack of a designated structure 
to the experience. My recent landscape-themed work considers the open landscape not 
only as a soul-searching opportunity, but also as a space in which uncontrollable 
variables such as nature, wild animals, and unseen presences or forces undermine 
tranquility.  
 
Dreams & Perception 
 
I create video art in which the action takes place within and outside the video 
frame, often centering on the time before or after presumed action. The narrative in 
these pieces involves the building of and waiting for suspense. Sequencing acts as a 
type of recollection and is similar to the memory of a past dream.  As the work unfolds, 
there are flashbacks to action that has previously occurred, but explain only a limited 
and incomplete context. As with early work of mine, the perspective changes and the  
camera itself functions as the point-of-view of the viewer. Giuliana Bruno writes in her 
book Atlas of Emotion, “The camera becomes the vehicle: ... It becomes, in a literal 
 4 
sense, a spectorial means of transportation.”2 In my video, The Car, the perspective of 
the viewer switches between driving in an older vehicle and following that same vehicle 
in another car. The parallel editing gives the viewer the sense of two different 
perspectives happening simultaneously.  
Therefore, in The Car, viewers question what they have seen and are invited to 
unravel the story. By doing so, each audience member will put all the clues from the 
video together. As I leave the narrative gaps open, viewers must fill in the action that 
they presume occurred. They must infer what entities are present in the video, what has 
caused the action, and what is the intention of the video.  
By the end of The Car, clips of past and present action collide to form a 
mysterious event. The last scene is a reverse clip of a car with smoke that appears to 
withdraw through the window into the interior. The viewer presumes that some unknown 
event led this car away from the road to an empty and smoky area in front of a forest. 
The situation that led up to this point is never revealed and it is up to the viewer to fill in 
the blanks.  
The unresolved type of narrative that exists in my work was described by artist 
Mike Kelley as “narrative glue”. Speaking about his video installation project Day is 
Done (2005), he remarks that the “narrative glue” holds together the more exciting and 
anticipated action in pornographic films and musicals3. In my videos, I allude to action 
and I dissolve the narrative glue altogether. I disrupt the traditional preference in film for 
                                              
2 Giuliana Bruno. Atlas of Emotion: Journeys in Art, Architecture, and Film (London: Verso, 
2002), 22. 
3 Mike Kelley, John C. Welchman, and Mark Francis. Day Is Done (New York: Gagosian Gallery, 
2007), 465. 
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narrative by using only the cinematic moments that might otherwise link major plots, set 
an emotional tone or visually lure viewers further into content.  
Locus is a video installation composed of trees in a gallery partially obscuring a 
video that is projected onto a screen from behind. The room is dark and requires 
viewers to adjust to the low light as they begin to unravel the images on the screen and 
slowly become aware of the foliage surrounding them. The trees are placed behind and 
in front of the screen, which invites viewers to walk among the recontextualized forest 
environment. The trees behind the screen allow for the real-time shadowplay to be 
present and periodically causing the light reaching the projection screen to decrease. 
The video projected on the screen contains bright flashlights in the woods at night that 
appear to be searching the brush. The flashlights overlap and fade in and out of the 
frame. In Locus, the waning projection of light functions as a slow reveal of the piece’s 
mechanics. Nevertheless, I limit the exposure so that viewers gain only a glimpse of 
how the images are produced and some of the initial confusion remains unresolved. 
Such an open-ended situation frustrates the spectator’s desire to know everything about 
the piece. I am asking viewers to search for an explanation of what they see. By 
revealing select parts of the work, I spark the viewer’s need to decode more of what 
they are seeing, but I do provide the means for this discovery.  
With the Locus installation, I create a moment in which viewers may consider 
their own identities in common spaces. To activate a role for the spectator, I generate a 
respite for the senses and a means for the audience to re-consider the common filmic 
trope of searching through dark misty woods. In Locus, however, the forest space is 
interactive and invites the viewer’s emotional participation. The imagery in the Locus 
 6 
video is cinematic in that it references the known aesthetic of apprehensive characters 
searching for something or someone in a place that is dark and unfamiliar. It is not my 
intention that viewers treat the installation as a video that must be watched in a linear 
fashion. Rather, I want spectators to feel as if they are a part of a moving image 
environment.  This is achieved by projecting light from the video image towards and 
onto the participants, which highlights their faces in an otherwise dark space. I consider 
this video to be a short edit from a longer narrative film that has been endlessly 
stretched out and infinitely looped. Not only are viewers psychologically transported by 
a video within an installation, but according to video artist David Hall the viewer is a 
“collaborator rather than a spectator.”4 Hall implies that video installation establishes a 
more accessible and inviting art form than the viewing distance created by a narrative 
film viewed in a theater screening setting. Narrative is not prominent in my videos as 
most of the action in the video occurs as an exploration of a space and contemplation of 
personal self-awareness by the viewer. Likewise, filmmaker David Lynch is widely 
known for the psychological space and self-reflection created for viewers utilizing sound 
design and visual imagery. Werner Spies writes of David Lynch’s work that,  
the breaks in the plotlines do not only occur in the reality for the 
actors in their roles; the viewers themselves become players. They 
must constantly re-adjust their own emotional participation. Lynch’s 
films call on viewers to analyze themselves. 5 
                                              
4 Michael Rush. Video Art  (London: Thames & Hudson, 2003), 39. 
 
5 David Lynch and Werner Spies. David Lynch, Dark Splendor (Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 2009), 73. 
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Emotional responses to moving images will differ between viewers and individual 
experiences inform personal visual reactions. Dreams are an important part of the 
emotional constitution of spectators as they are informed by conscious realities. 
Recurring dreams from my childhood relating to roads, cars, and the act of searching 
form the basis of my work. My video settings are often places that were significant in my 
childhood dreams. The videos I create explore a space for an unknown objective, which 
is evocative of the dream-like feeling of aimlessly moving through space. Our 
subconscious fills in the blanks in dreams with analogs of our problems. We remember 
particulars of our dreams, but this often occurs as emotional or reactive memories. 
Dream settings are frightening to us because events seem to happen spontaneously 
and without reason. Unless one is lucid dreaming, there are no controls for the situation 
or environment. In contrast, our waking reality is not as random because numerous 
aspects of our lives are rooted in our conscious decisions.  
Similar to dreams, spatial memory is particular, but not specific. While details of a 
specific place are remembered, we are also constantly reminded of past places by 
reminiscent new experiences. Human memory is not entirely chronological as 
experiences are remembered by association and out of sequence. Art critic John Berger 
writes about spatial memory in About Looking that, “ By this time you are within the 
experience. Yet saying this implies narrative time and the essence of the experience is 
that it takes place outside such time. The experience does not enter into the narrative of 
your life- that narrative, which, at one level or another in your consciousness, you are 
continually retelling and developing to yourself.”6 Berger implies that at the heart of our 
                                              
6 John Berger. About Looking (New York: Pantheon, 1980), 197.  
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spatial experiences is the emotional response to a place that speaks to us and marks 
our memories. Markers of time are a human construct. Experience is hard to pinpoint in 
a linear and concrete fashion, because it just ‘is’; existence is individual and there are 
no universal guidelines and descriptors that could encompass the wide range of 
personal experience. Thus, emotional reactions are a primal instinct, which allow us to 
remember how we felt to be in a specific place or type of place. This emotional 
response is what I draw from in creating the Locus installation.  
Cultural memory is also at play in spatial memory. With Locus I create a situation 
to express to viewers a familiar feeling or a tone through the implied environment. I do 
not describe a particular forest or specific place, but the idea of a general outdoors is 
suggested to exist. Locus relates not only to spectators’ personal memories of camping 
or walking in the woods, but also to the cultural experiences impressed upon us, 
through film, scary stories, and urban myths, of the fear implicit in being in the woods 
alone at night. Likewise, Janet Cardiff and George Buras Miller collaborate on pieces 
also linking location and cultural memory. For example, in their work The Secret Hotel 
(2005) viewers walk through various sets that lead to portions of another set. The scene 
seems familiar with sounds that are reminiscent of a pop culture or film reference that 
cannot be pinpointed.  Cardiff and Miller leave the interpretation for this work open and 
allow viewers to interpret for themselves the cultural familiarity cues in the work. 
Nevertheless, each viewer will react differently based on personal memory and create 
their own ideas of context and narrative. Jorg Heiser, contributor to the book The Secret 
Hotel notes, “This (rather than the occurrence of any kind of narrative) is the point of the 
work- hence the ‘non-narrative’ ambient sounds, the absence of narrative voices, etc. 
 9 
For my cultural memory is now perfectly capable of delivering the elements of an 
imagined narrative itself,”7  
 
 
fig 3. Janet Cardiff and George Bures Miller, The Secret Hotel, Site specific wood, 
mixed media, and sound installation for Kunsthaus Bregenz, 2005 
 
In another piece, Forest (for a 1000 years) (2012), Cardiff and Miller placed a 
sound system playing a recording of forest sounds in a physical forest. By doing so, the 
artists created an auditory overlap between the “artificial” and “true” forests. This 
                                              
7 Eckhard Schneide, Matthias Lilienthal, and Jörg Heiser. The Secret Hotel: Janet Cardiff + 
George Bures Miller (Bregenz: Kunsthaus Bregenz, 2005), 26. 
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overlap misplaces time and space for viewers who, while being present in the forest, are 
given the impression of natural events that are not occurring at that time. Locus 
functions in a similar way in a gallery; I fill the space with transported sounds of a forest 
and include real trees to create an olfactory sensation in a purposely non-outdoors 
environment. 
 
fig 4. Pierre Huyghe, A Forest of Lines, site specific installation of living plants, fog, and 
lights, 2008 
Another artist who displaces the natural outdoors is Pierre Huyghe in his work A 
Forest of Lines (2008). Huyghe re-created a forest inside of the Sydney Opera House 
that was free and open to the public for 24 hours. A Forest of Lines simulated the 
experience of a forest at dawn. Instead of taking us to the real forest, Huyghe 
moderated the experience for us by temporarily transplanting borrowed nursery plants 
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into a typically formal and traditional indoor space. Upending the precedent set by the 
usual experience inside the Opera House, Huyghe has allowed viewers to question their 
relationship with nature and mediated experience.  
 
fig 5. Claire Krueger, still from Last Chance Power Drive, 2012, digital video 
In works such as Last Chance Power Drive, I emphasize the lack of true intimacy 
with nature by only sharing clips and short bursts of interaction between nature and 
individual characters. In this piece, a figure runs away from the perspective of the 
camera until the camera catches up to the person in the end. The character has been 
green screened out and replaced with a setting sun. The video itself lasts only 40 
seconds. Once the video is played, the action starts immediately and the video is so 
brief the audience might miss the entire action. With such a work I seek to create a 
situation that is devoid of a direct explanation. Viewers enter into a video that allows for 
 12 
contemplation and curiosity even if the work itself is merely a starting point for the 
viewer’s chain of thought about being a physical entity in a specific environment.  
My personal experiences of interacting with nature provide additional inspiration 
for Locus. When I was a child, I spent time with the neighbor children and I had to walk 
through the woods to return to my home after dark. My parents had an eerie blue-green 
light over their garage, but the edge of the garage cut off its wide span of light and the 
woods next to it was comparatively black. I would often run to make the trip shorter. 
That section of dark woods has always struck me, in the daytime it was fairly 
insignificant, but after night fell it became a frightening unknown. 
I use this kind of apprehension as an analogy for the answers to countless 
unspoken questions. The phrase to feel ‘one with nature,’ I believe, is deceptive. What 
individuals feel when they are alone in the wild is a sense of self-awareness that only 
comes from solitude within a situation larger than themselves. Ralph Waldo Emerson 
writes, “Parts of speech are metaphors because the whole of nature is a metaphor for 
the human mind.”8  Such a notion suggests the complexity of human consciousness. 
The conscious mind is transparent and clear-cut, unlike the puzzling manifestations of a 
dreaming subconscious. Nature works in similar ways with various systems and levels 
of ecology that are always present in the same spaces, sometimes intersecting and 
sometimes unbeknownst to each other. Daytime in the forest may be likened to the 
conscious mind and nighttime to the subconscious, when lesser seen actions and 
movements are present. I consider the video in Locus to read as a subconscious 
                                              
8 Ralph Waldo Emerson and Jaroslav Pelikan. Nature (Boston: Beacon, 1985), 41. 
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experience. Set after dark, it provides eerie recollection of an event that is dreamily 
unclear. The overlapping flashlights searching the dark landscape provide few clues to 
what is being searched for. The video also incites a basic fear within viewers that the 
lights are searching for them as they hide within the landscape. The perspective of the 
viewers standing behind a screen barrier adds to this sense of hiding. The screen acts 
as a window and viewers are unable to walk behind to understand more about the 
action framed before them.  
 
The Landscape 
My interest in space and place stems from a long-standing fascination with 
landscapes. I understand the term ‘landscape’ to not only mean the physical world of 
outdoor features, but to also suggest a way of considering a perspective of viewing. We 
could consider all spaces as being composed of numerous shifting landscapes that are 
constantly being viewed from different angles, heights, and therefore, perspectives.  
Landscapes could therefore encompass nearly all framed images composed through a 
lens. Video and photography reveal no new imagery as the subject matter is our 
physical reality, but the framing composition of the work is what reveals a new 
perspective. According to Marcel Proust, “The only true voyage of discovery, the only 
fountain of Eternal Youth, would be not to visit strange lands but to possess other eyes, 
to behold the universe through the eyes of another, of a hundred others, to behold the 
hundred universes that each of them beholds, that each of them is.”9 Proust suggests 
                                              
9 Marcel Proust. The Captive (New York: Modern Library, 1929), 184. 
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that there is no need to find meaning through seeking a new view, but that there is great 
potential to view the existing world with new eyes and a new perspective. Camera 
viewing and framing allows photographers and video artists to have ‘new eyes’ when 
viewing a landscape with which they are already familiar.  
Such a version of landscape would also include any sort of forced perspective 
from theatrical sets, such as my Studio Set (2012). For this project, I transformed my 
studio space into an interactive set. I created a divider, one side with faux wood 
paneling, the other side with hand-painted wallpaper, themed as a living room. On the 
living room side, there is an armchair in front of a television. Behind the divider, on the 
wall, is a painted set. This set can be seen broadcasted on the television from a hidden 
camera placed within a photograph in the wood paneling side of the divider. Viewers 
may enter the work from either side, starting on the side where they may see other 
viewers peering into a camera in front of a set, or they may enter the set unknowingly 
being projected on the other side of a flimsy wall. This was a site-specific installation 
that considers displacement. Viewers on the set side will be broadcast to the television 
on the living room side and are thus placed in a set within a virtual frame. As this project 
also brought up notions of domesticity and surveillance, I found this work to not be as 
successful as some of my other pieces. While these are important issues, I am more 
interested in the accessibility and fantasy that was created from placing viewers 
unknowingly in a set and on television.  
 
 15 
 
fig 6. Claire Krueger, Studio Set, 2012, wood, photographs, paint, television, hidden 
camera 
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In Studio Set I examined the shifting of roles between subjects in a video work (in 
this case a live feed on a television) and spectators viewing other participants indirectly 
on the television screen. The positions are blurred as the viewers switch between sides 
quickly. The effect was too obvious, direct, and less successful than I had hoped. In 
work I have created after the Studio Set, such as Locus, participants are again asked to 
consider their roles of spectatorship, but in a personal way and without interaction with 
each other.  Locus is more successful because a viewer’s self-assessment arises from 
the awareness found in solitude. With Locus I use the notion of landscape as a forced 
perspective to moderate the viewer’s experience in the partially real, partially fictitious 
space. The title of my thesis installation, Locus, is also poignantly fitting for the 
description of the set I created in my studio. Locus can refer either to a specific location, 
or to the perceived location of an abstract or intangible object or subject. A locus is 
familiar and concrete, but also illusive and hard to pinpoint. 
 
fig 7. Claire Krueger, still from Sunset Drive, 2012, digital video 
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An earlier exploration of landscapes was my video Sunset Drive in which camera 
movements follow a large, amorphous landscape form. Everyday objects such as cake 
decorations, sequins, and small toys serve as new landscape elements, and the 
location is covered in bright colors, glitter, and sequins. The video is non-linear and 
allows for the viewer to become immersed in a space of timelessness. There is no 
marker of time passing within the video as the clips combine to present a vignette of an 
environment, but there is no action or crescendo. The background of the video is 
composed of digitally added footage of colorful clouds at sunset, but the sun itself is 
never seen and the sky does not get darker from the beginning to the end of the video. 
The video has no obvious narrative, but it does create the sensation of exploring a place 
filled with beauty and peril. The last scene of Sunset Drive is an image of a dark tunnel 
surrounded by flickering light. Earlier in the video, the same tunnel was seen drawing in 
smoke. The tunnel implies that a threatening and unknown presence exists in this 
environment despite the bright and garish appearance.  
 
Dread, Terror, and the Unknown 
The terror of being alone results from feeling the presence of an ominous ‘other.’ 
The other might be construed as nature’s wrath, a supernatural force, or something else 
hidden in the dark corners of an otherwise picturesque setting. Theorist Carl Friedrich, 
referring to philosopher Immanuel Kant, explains in his text The Philosophy of Kant; 
Immanuel Kant's Moral and Political Writings that, “Deep loneliness is sublime, but in a 
 18 
terrifying way.”10 The feeling of solitude within a much larger setting is frightening and 
Friedrich explains that loneliness amplifies personal experiences of the sublime, and 
this feeling may be overwhelming and frightening. The context of night is very important 
for my work as it represents the feelings of terror present in isolation after dark.   
Locus is set outside after dark. Such a context is crucial as night is a solid block 
of time in which the outdoors seems timeless. Once darkness falls, it is difficult to tell 
what time it is and how much time has passed. This darkness adds to the suspense as 
little is visible on the screen. In my first semester, I created videos that continually 
looped with no ending or beginning because I was interested in the idea of a stagnant 
moving image and ‘in-between’ time. Locus speaks to feelings of transition and pause, 
action that is about to occur, but never happens. In mainstream horror films, the 
narrative is often secondary to the terror that ensues, as if the narrative was created as 
filler to the fright. This is similar to the concept described by Mike Kelley as ‘narrative 
glue’, which allows viewers to be absorbed by the seductive action of a horror genre 
and the genre itself relying on the ‘narrative glue’ to flimsily hold together the action 
sequences. 
 Individuals need suspense and horror because it fulfills a need to live vicariously 
through the screen. Stephen Prince, writes in the book The Horror Film that, “the 
anxiety at the heart of the genre is, indeed, the nature of the human being. Within the 
terrain of horror, the state of being human is fundamentally uncertain.” 11  Horror 
                                              
10 Immanuel Kant, and James Creed Meredith. The Philosophy of Kant: Immanuel Kant’s Moral 
and Political Writings (New York: Modern lIbrary 1949), 4. 
11 Stephen Prince, ed. The Horror Film. (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers UP, 2004), 2. 
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encompasses a supernatural fantasy of being able to take on other lifestyles, become 
other life forms or become invincible for a few moments. Such films enable humans to 
overcome the drudgery of daily life by indulging in a physically cinematic genre in which 
they gain the ability to live out dreams of flying, speed, strength, and immortality. 
With Locus, I combine elements of fantasy from the horror genre, as well as 
human paranoia on which the horror genre preys. The searching flashlights seem to be 
in an unoccupied forest, but the viewer, thrown into the position of spectatorship, is 
always on guard and expecting a confrontation with ‘the other.’ The Other may not be a 
completely other entity, but another layer of self consciousness. As an example, the film 
Altered States by Ken Russell (1980) deals with these themes, as does the 
philosophical novel Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance: An Inquiry into Values, 
(1974) by Robert Pirsig. The film Altered States is a fictional story based on sensory 
deprivation as a treatment for schizophrenia as the main character delves into madness 
under the belief that, "our other states of consciousness are as real as our waking 
states.”12  Altered States exemplifies the madness of attempting to bridge the gap 
between conscious and unconscious thought while also highlighting the human 
tendencies towards paranoia and over analysis of one’s thoughts.  
One can be frightened by the misleading and neurotic thoughts that come from 
one’s own mind and often the fear that we project onto our surroundings or experiences 
is that of our own shortcomings in logical reasoning. The search for the truth, as is the 
case with the character Phaedrus in Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, can be 
                                              
12 Richard Corliss. "Cinema: Invasion of the Mind Snatcher." Time 29 Dec. 1980: n. pag. Web. 
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maddening and digging too deep into one’s own thoughts can create a cyclical 
destruction of all truths that are actually before the individual13. This relates back to my 
interest in working with landscapes as a subject matter and is the reasoning behind 
creating an environment that pushes viewers to be aware of their conscious selves. In 
Locus, visual stimulus (the moving flashlight) is almost dream-like in its repetition and 
obscurity. It also creates an environment and mood that is evocative of a frightened and 
lonely child-like psyche. The soundscape creates drama with various effects such as 
wind and thunder that crescendo almost too perfectly together. These types of climactic 
sounds are what individuals wait to hear when alone in the forest. We expect but hope 
they are never heard. It is the signifier of a larger entity- the living wilderness. Whilst 
tame during the day, however, at night it is easy for individuals to fall prey to the 
paranoia that leads to feeling alone and helpless in an environment that cannot be 
controlled.  
Without the familiarity of other individuals to rely on for companionship, existence 
would be terrifyingly unknown and the loneliness frightening to experience. The idea of 
a post-apocalyptic environment is daunting because it is a mindnumbingly lonely quest 
for comfort.  The madness generated within one’s own mind is often a result of the 
paranoid thinking that occurs in solitude, particularly in an unfamiliar or seemingly 
unfamiliar environment. For my video settings, I find spaces that provide such a fearful 
feeling. For example, I worked with locations like an empty high school after dark or an 
abandoned movie theater. These places intrinsically feel unfamiliar when the context is 
                                              
13 Robert M. Pirsig. Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance: An Inquiry into Values (New 
York: Morrow, 1974)  
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changed and no other individuals fill the space meant for great masses of people. Being 
alone in these spaces is a unique feeling, quite unlike the feeling of being present 
during a school’s or theater’s intended purposes. I utilize the forest in my work Locus for 
the element of the constant unknown- without streetlights, city sounds, or any traces of 
humanity, these spaces become endless and unfriendly after dark. Being lost after dark 
in the forest is a common fear and potential reality.  
At the heart of this feeling is dread and dread is rooted in fear of the unknown 
and chaos. Cynthia Freeland writes of the inherent fear of isolation in nature that, “this 
complex of emotions is dread, a combination of unsettling fear with moments of 
profundity, is something early modern philosophers discussed under the heading of the 
sublime.”14 The profundity that Freeland discusses under the notion of ‘sublime’ arises 
from experiencing a force that is greater than one’s self and not able to be controlled. 
Nature fills this role by providing tumultuous weather and unknown variables.  The ‘wild’ 
is just that- it is not tame-able by a single individual. What is felt individually, however, is 
the inherent significance of one’s own life, compared to the larger growing and 
breathing natural world. This comparison and profundity is what leads to the self-
awareness I point to with Locus. I am working on a much smaller scale, but I consider 
what it feels like to be alone in an environment that we cannot contain, one that we can 
only respond to. The soundscape in Locus is particularly effective at this as it rises and 
falls and builds suspense with overlapping sounds from different corners of the room. 
 
                                              
14 Simon Morley, ed. The Sublime (London: Whitechapel Gallery, 2010), 192. 
 
 22 
Elsewhere 
 
Individuals often seek respite from mundane ordinary experiences by ruminating 
on the thought of being elsewhere. They may consider a vacation destination they are 
planning to visit or they simply close their eyes and picture themselves on a beach or 
another picturesque location. We have a need to always want to be somewhere more 
relaxing, new, or exciting than our normal environment and we fulfill this need most 
often through daydreaming. This break from reality is crucial as it encourages our minds 
to rest and picture a more ideal future to get through the routines of daily life. This idea 
of mental transportation is present in Locus.  
The immersive environment of Locus creates a psychological alternative for 
viewers from an otherwise ordinary gallery experience. Viewers become participants in 
the work, rather than spectators of art. It allows viewers to be placed elsewhere for a 
few minutes as they are surrounded by the scent, sounds, and vision of the forest.  This 
experience may be surreal and one within which the spectator may become lost while 
watching the video and being surrounded by sounds of nighttime forest activity. Artist 
Kevin Cooley’s work, Skyward (2012), also allows viewers to experience a fantastical 
video in which daydreaming and fantasizing are encouraged.  
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fig 8. Kevin Cooley, Skyward (installation view from Pierogi’s The Boiler), 2012, 
Video Installation, 9:45 Minutes 
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Skyward is a video installation in which viewers lay on an astroturf floor on 
pillows, looking up at a video projection on the ceiling. The projected video was 
recorded through a sunroof of a moving car in Los Angeles, California, and gives 
participants the feeling they are gazing upward out of a convertible on a sunny day on 
the west coast. Visions of palm trees, skyscrapers, and jet trails pass by. This work, 
similar to Locus, attempts to mentally transport viewers outside of the gallery, to safely 
imagine a different space and temporarily dream of being elsewhere. Also similar to 
Locus, Skyward contains no crescendo. The video continues for nearly 10 minutes and 
individuals may leave or enter at any time and instead of watching for the action or 
narrative, they may relax and meditate on the experience. Locus encourages a similar 
reaction. Viewers may stay as little or as long as they please, listening to the sounds of 
an ambient but dramatic forest, and watching a looping video of flashlights that never 
ends and rarely change. Both installations give the impression of elsewhere and do not 
ask spectators to invest too heavily in thinking about that other place. Instead these 
works allow viewers to simply experience a piece of another location.  
Cooley’s work, Skyward, exemplifies my interest in video installation. During my 
time in graduate school at VCU I have been fortunate enough to gain a great deal of 
insight into video viewing modes and incorporate them into my practice. I plan to 
continue to work with environmental and spatial displacement concerns. I find it 
fascinating the ways in which individuals are encouraged to relax or meditate by 
picturing they are ‘somewhere else.’ The sounds of moving water, forests, and signifiers 
of other locales are commodified into ‘relaxation tapes’ as if our present locations are 
never fulfilling enough. This attitude towards imagining we are elsewhere is something I 
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would like to explore more in-depth. I have lived in a few different places and I too 
experience the longing to be somewhere new, fresh, and more ‘ideal.’ A comment I 
often hear in response to Locus is, “I love the way it smells”. The heightened vividness, 
brought to the work by the added sense of smell has given me many more ideas about 
how I can create work that goes even further in alluding to another place or time. 
Through the experience of creating an environment that spoke to participants on visual, 
auditory, and olfactory levels, I feel Locus was a meaningful learning experience about 
how spectators can connect with installation and video installation work.  
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